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Writing for New Forms 

WHY TAK E THIS COURSE? 
You can write a cogent essay, but can you write it in 140 characters or less? 

WHAT YOU ' LL LEARN: 
How to adapt your message to multiple formats and audiences-human and machine. 

-

riting used to mean arranging words in a particular order to be 

printed with ink on the cellulosic entrails of a tree. You wrote for 

people, and you hoped that the marks you made would leave a per­

manent impression upon the world. Today, writillg can refer to 

anything from posting a one-line status update 011 Facebook to 

dashing off a 1O,000-word blog entry. Your read ers include not 

just humans but algorithms, and your goal is not immortality but 

a lllomentary piercing of the ever-shifting zeitgeist. 

There are more writing opportunities than evel~ but they require 

skills that Stnmk and White never dreamed of. This course will teach you how to Photos hop images to create 

a narrative, edit a 20-second YouTube video, compress your thoughts into 140 characters (or clarify them 

into a PowerPoint presentation that won't put your audience to sleep), write a wiki entry that encourages 

other people to edit and adapt it, and ensure your work goes viral, turning readers into vectors for your ideas. 

Technical skills, however, are not enough. Writing successfully requires knowing how to attract 

niche audiences with depth and detail. To demonstrate this, we'll contrast The New York Times Maga­

zine's profile of Yankee pitcher M<:lri ano Rivera with the accompanying Web video of the nearly l,300 

READING LIST 
@ebertchicago 

Twitter feed 

Provides insight into 

the conslo nt churn 

o f re nowned "1m 
reviewer Roger Ebert' s 
mind a nd erases the 
d i!>to nce between critic 
ond a udience . 

JJSlow Loris Loves 
Getting Tickled" 
YauTube videa 
This :r.haky one-minute 

p iece lo ke.!. an exo ti c 

sub iect-on endan­

gered a nd a d oro ble 

Asian pri mote-­
on d make , il feel 

a::; familiar 0' your 

a un!' s ca t vid eos. 


"Charlie Rose by 
Samuel Beck"tt" 
YouTube videa 
Cleve rly edi led clip 
make, illook like Ihe 
PBS host is interview­
ing himself, then veers 
into awkwa rd pauses, 
absurd interject ions, 

and a mou nting sense 

of de'pa ir. This ma,hu p 
51'Or l5 QuI o m u.:;i ng but 
l urns hau nting; 
it p roves you don ' , 
need a pe n Ie descnbe 
th e vaid . 

pitches Rive ra threw during the 2009 baseball season. 

The role of the writer is al so changing. In the age 

of objectivity, wri tel'S kept their personalities out 

of their work. But now, the author 's identity is para­

mount; readers have to believe you offer a unique ­

and trustwortJly- perspective. Tone and personality 

are once again central to writing, not something to be 

smoothed and scrubbed. We'll study the "vork of The 

A tla Iltic's Andrew Sullivan, who built a blog empire "vith 

an informal voice that makes readers feel as ifthey are 

accessing his unvarnished thoughts; New York Times 

blogger Andrew Revkin, wllo encourages reader loy­

alty by posting long passages from theemails that they 

send him; and director Kevin Smith, who recounts sex 

with his wife in lascivious detail to keep his 1.7 million 

Twitter followers hitting Refresh. 

Writing today also means mastering metatext , the 

cues and context that determine how, where, and if your 

words get read. We'll learn that winning links depends 

on appealing to the unique tastes of different social net­

works. Each link will help you attract your most influ ­

ential audience- the algorithms that determine where 

your story ends liP ill Google's search results. As we 

optimize our writing for this cyborg readership, we'll 

also learn the new tenets ofwriting well: Be conspicu ­

ous, be ente rtaining, and leave space for others to talk. 
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STANFORD COMPUTER SCIENTIST AND COCREATOR OF THE 

PREFUSE AND PROTOVIS VISUALIZATION TOOLS SHARES TIPS FOR 

BUILDING BETTER INFOGRAPHICS : 

START WITH A 

QUESTION, LET 

IT EVOLVE 
Don', prede termine 

what you ' re looking 

foro-the mosl intrigu ­

ing correlatrons might 

gello,!. 

DO NOT 

WRITE IN 


THISAREA 


LET FORM 

FOLLOW 

FUNCTION 
Use th e '1o rio bles­

p o siti o n, si ze, sho p e, 

co lo r- that b e s t c om ­

muni c ate the under ­

lYing dolo . Bar c h a ri , 

an d ,call~r p lal s 

make it easier 10 co m­

pare numeric val ue s. 

Us ing diff e renl co lo rs 

ca n e ffe c t i ve ly indi­

ca te c at e g o ri es b UI 

w o rk less we ll for re p· 

res en ting numbe r s. 

KEEP I'T SIMPLE 
Re si st the u rge to 

Ov e1 w he lm with i n for­

mat io n. I n slead, sho w 

ju s l the va r iables 

thot Hluslro l e your 

point. If you wani 10 

make multiple points, 

a ser ie .... of sirnple 

graphics will be 

clearer than a single 

overloaded visual. 


